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THE BUNKER HILL DRUM 


The story comes down to us, transmitted by 
word of mouth, that, at the Battle of Bunker Hill, 
June 17, 1775, this drum, pierced by musket balls 
and left on the field by the British after their first 
or second repulse, was brought within the Ameri- 
can defences, carried off with the Continental Army 
on its retreat, and afterwards assigned by lot to 
Levi Smith, a Rhode Island drummer, present at 
and participating in the action. 

We do not know at what point in the field the 
drum was found, whether in front of the redoubt 
held by the Massachusetts troops, commanded by 
Prescott, the cool, determined Middlesex farmer, 
where Pitcairn attacked with the British left wing; 
or where Howe led the British right against the 
rail fence so stoutly defended by the Connecticut 
men under Thomas Knowlton, and the New Hamp- 


shire men under John Stark. Nor do we know to 


which of the five British regiments and twenty light 
infantry and grenadier companies of the attacking 
force the drum belonged. Its original emblazonry 
has been effaced and we see instead the coats of 
arms of the United States and of Rhode Island. 
The half obliterated inscription within gives only 
the name and place (London) of its maker. 

We know nothing of the drum’s history in the 
Revolutionary War. In the scarcity of arms and 
military equipment in the Continental army it would 
have been in requisition, and its war notes may 
have been heard at Long Island, Trenton, Saratoga, 
Yorktown and other noted battle-fields. Moreover 
its owner was intensely patriotic and would have 
found a grim pleasure in evoking from its depths 
the strains of ‘‘ Yankee Doodle.” 

Early in the last century, Levi Smith gave the 
drum to his eldest son, Israel Smith. Like his 
father he was patriotic, and when the War of 1812 
came he enlisted as a musician in the cadet com- 
pany of Providence, Rhode Island, and the drum’s 
war music was heard as he beat up recruits for the 


army at Providence and Newport. 
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Israel Smith died in 1845 and the drum, after 
some changes of ownership and location became, 
in 1850, the property of his younger son, Israel Smith 
2d, then residing in New Bedford, Massachusetts. 

Meanwhile it had obtained a great reputation 
for its excellent tone, and had been much in demand 
by Rhode Island drummers. He was specially 
moved to obtain possession of it through the repre- 
sentations of his mother, as to its great historic 
value. 

He, it may be remarked, was an accomplished 
drummer, having been instructed by his father, 
whose motto was ‘‘thorough.” He seems to have 
been first brought to notice in the Dorr War of 
1842, when he was engaged, a mere boy, with the 
tardy consent of his mother, who did not sympa- 
thize with the ‘‘Law and Order” party, to drum 
one of Governor King’s militia companies from 
Pawtucket to Providence. His excellent perform- 
ance attracted general attention and he became a 
drummer in the American Brass Band of Provi- 
dence. On his removal to New Bedford he joined 
the band of which he ultimately became the leader, 
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to be recognized far and wide as a thorough musi- 
cian. 

In the Civil War, Mr. Smith, with the patriotic 
instincts of his ancestors, enlisted in the thirty-third 
Massachusetts Infantry, where he organized a band 
of skilled musicians of Boston, Brockton and New 
Bedford, which has been called the first in the 
Northern Army, and which was always summoned 
to headquarters on the arrival of visitors of distinc- | 
tion. The regiment and band were at Fredericks- 
burg, Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, Lookout Moun- 
tain, on the ‘*‘March to the Sea,” and at the 
surrender of General Johnston’s army. On Christ- 
mas, 1864, by orders of General Sherman, the band 
entered Savannah to play patriotic airs in Pulaski 
Square. 

Mr. Smith retained possession of the drum for 
many years. In time, from long life and some hard 
usage, it became decrepit, though always regarded 
as one of the ‘‘household gods.” When its owner 
was about to change his residence he presented it 
to the R. A. Peirce Post, No. 190 (of New Bed- 
ford), Department of Massachusetts, Grand Army 
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of the Republic, of which he is a valued member, 
and it remains in the possession of the Post, which 
has put it in thorough repair. 

The height of the drum is seventeen and one- 
half inches, its diameter seventeen inches. On one 
side we see the following, ‘*L.S.” (the initials of 
Levi Smith), the shield with the American eagle 
bearing the motto ‘*E Pluribus Unum,” and thirteen 
stars. Above is inscribed ‘‘Arms of the United 
States,” and below ‘‘Independence be your boast, 
ever mindful what it cost.” The decorator has 
added his own name, ‘*S. Brown, paintt.” 

On the other side, partially covered by a strip 
which has been inserted, is the device of a foul 
anchor. On one arm is inscribed ‘**In God,” the 
strip covering on the other arm the words ‘‘we 
trust.” A scroll at the head of the anchor stem 
bears the words ‘‘ Arms 





Island,” the strip 
covering the words ‘‘of Rhode.” 

A silver plate has been attached to the drum, 
giving in brief its history, which reads: 


This British Drum was 
captured at Bunker Fiill 
and assigned by lot to 
Levt Smith, a drummer in 
the Continental Army. 
Descended to his son 

Israel Smith, a soldier of 
the War of 1812. 
Descended to his son 

Israel Smith, leader of the 
Band of the 33@ Mass. 
Infantry, the Headquarters 
Band, which marched with 
Sherman from Atlanta to 
the Sea, in 1864, and 
presented by him to 

R. A. Peirce Post, No. 190, 
Wept.tofiMass, Gaps wins 
tm I898. 
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